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ABSTRACT

This paper discusses our experiences in moving to student centred learning. It describes the action research approach and the
context for the module at Masters level in systems analysis and design. It discusses the learning materials provided as an
alternative to lectures, including a book, a set of videos, courseware and a web site. The initial teaching approach dictated a
pace to the students. This evolved towards students working through the material at their own pace. As the teaching approach
reached a steady state, there was a discernible improvement in students' minimum marks and pass rates. Student feedback by
questionnaire is analysed, concentrating on the learning materials, the teaching approach and the advantages and disadvantages. In general, students preferred the teaching approach, particularly the autonomy it provided them. Staff reflections
and lessons learnt are also considered. In general, staff recognised that their time with students was more productive and that
students became more self-reliant. Conclusions are drawn and general issues that emerged from the work identified.
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1. INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND

Of all instructional methods, lecturing is the most common
and least effective (Felder, 1992). It has been shown that
students recall 70% of the information presented in the first
ten minutes of a lecture and only 20% of the information
presented in the last ten minutes (McKeachie, 1986). Dale's
cone shaped model (the 'Cone of Experience') (Dale, 1969)
links levels of effectiveness in learning to different methods
of presenting course material. It is suggested that students
retain 10% of what they read, 20% of what they hear and
30% of what they see. Further, they retain much more of the
material when their engagement is high, for example by
doing something rather than just reading about it. Recently
the scientific evidence for these particular statistics has been
questioned (Work-Learning Research, 2003). Nevertheless,
many would argue for students to be active learners rather
than passive members of an audience (e.g. Bonwell and
Eison, 1991).
Because of this, and because there are many good
learning materials available in the subject areas that we teach
(systems analysis and web engineering), it was decided to
experiment with student centred learning. Also, there are
many examples of the successful application of student
centred learning in the literature (e.g. Aikin, 1981;
Carrasquel, 1999) and some have reported increased
performance (Gill and Holton, 2006; Poindexter, 2003). We
use the term student centred learning instead of "blended
learning" because of the latter's imprecise usage (e.g. Oliver

and Trigwell, 2005). We base om precise usage of the term
"student centred learning" on the summary of effective
learners in (de la Harpe, Kulski and Radloff, 1999).
Therefore, we use the following definition of student
centred learning and briefly outline the specific techniques
employed to support that particular aspect of student centred
learning:

• Students are active participants in their learning.
We did not deliver any formal lectures, but provided a
review lecturer after the tutorial.
• Students make decisions about how they will learn.
We provided a rich variety of materials and allowed the
students to choose the time and place for their learning.

• We provide clear learning goals within a well
defined learning process. The web site defined the
learning process and provided an on-line weekly diary
of suggested activities and tasks. The very first lecture
covered the learning philosophy, rationale, process and
goals in detail.

• Students construct new knowledge and skills by
building on their current knowledge and skills. The
suggested tasks, shown in the diary part of the web site,
were carefully graded and increased in complexity. We
also provided extra exercises for those students wanting
additional practice.

• Students understand expectations and are
encouraged to use self-assessment measures. We
made the expectation explicit in the initial lectme, on
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